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Abstract 
 
This research involved participants in focus group sessions conducted in metropolitan 
and regional Australia. Many comments about buses and trains related to the fact that, 
in addition to a lack of freedom and comfort, travel by these modes often took longer, 
involved inconvenient connections, and involved greater financial cost than cars and 
aeroplanes. Few participants considered using trains for holiday travel even though 
they were happy to use them on a day to day basis, and for journeys of up to two 
hours.  The participants indicated that if the quality of buses and trains were improved 
they would be likely to make use of them for holiday travel. Important features were 
comfort, speed, cost, frequency and onboard services. The participants in this study 
who lived in the inner metropolitan areas discussed a number of ways in which they 
limit their greenhouse gas emissions on a daily basis, but they demonstrated little 
difference to other participants with respect to the holiday travel.  
 
Key words: Australia; domestic holidays; trains; aviation; bus; distance 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The traditional Australian domestic holiday developed around journeys using private 
motor vehicles and not lower emissions-intensive modes such as rail or bus. The focus 
for the early development of Australian railways was to link the cities and sea ports to 
the hinterland of their respective states to enable the transport of supplies and 
products of primary industries. They were not, in their early stages, designed to link 
individual states or the nation. As Stevenson (1987, p. 2) notes, “Railways do not 
figure largely, if at all, in the myths and historical memories of Australian nationalism 
and are quite irrelevant to the national identity." This is not to say that the railways 
had no role in Australian holidays, but because of the nature of their development, rail 
held a much lower social place than those in Europe and America. Today a high 
proportion (83% - 90%) of Australians prefer motor vehicle transport, compared with 
2-3% who prefer rail and coach transport (Department of Transport and Regional 
Services 2005, p. 24).  
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Australia’s per capita emissions of 28.1 tonnes (CO2-e) are the highest of the OECD 
countries, and among the highest in the world (Garnaut, 2008). Our total net GHG 
emissions for 2006 were 576 (Mt CO2-e) of which transport was about 14% (79.1 Mt 
CO2-e) (Department of Climate Change, 2008a). Road transport accounted for 87.1% 
(68.9 MtCO2-e) of national transport emissions in 2006 (12% of total emissions) of 
which passenger cars contributed well over half (62%) (42.6 Mt.CO2-e) (Department 
of Climate Change, 2008b). Australian transport emissions are the fourth highest of 
any OECD country (Garnaut, 2008, p. 161). In the United Kingdom, New Zealand 
and France road vehicles comprise about 72-77% of transport emissions, and up to 
89% in the USA (Becken & Hay, 2007).  In Australia, just over half (55%) of all 
vehicle travel is undertaken within capital cities (ABS, 2007). According to the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (2005), 93% of city based passenger transport for 1995 
was undertaken in private cars.  
 
Australian transport emissions have increased by thirty percent since 1990, most of 
which have been driven by increasing household incomes and numbers of vehicles. 
Half of this growth can be attributed to cars, but the fastest growth (at 4.7% per 
annum) was for aviation. Domestic air transport emissions in 2006 were over 100 
percent higher than in 1990 (Department of Climate Change, 2008b). Between 1990 
and 2004 car travel increased by 2%, aviation by 5.9% and rail decreased by 0.9% for 
inter capital city transport (Bureau of Transport and Regional Economics, 2006).  
 
The focus of travel related emissions has to date, concerned day to day commuting 
and not longer term leisure holiday type travel, particularly domestic long haul trips 
such that very little has been achieved to date on modal shift (Kelly, Haider & 
Williams, 2007; Dickinson, Robbins & Fletcher, 2009). Australians however travel 
long distances for both domestic and international trips. The distances between 
Melbourne and some of the other capital cities are: Darwin 3,740 km, Perth 3,410 km, 
Sydney 875 km, and Brisbane 1,660 km (Australian Explorer, 2009).  This research 
sought to explore attitudes from a sample of people living in metropolitan and 
regional areas of Victoria Australia, towards reducing their greenhouse gas emissions 
for leisure related domestic travel by modal shift.  
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Conceptualising holiday transport mode choice 
 
Dickinson, Robbins and Fletcher (2009, p. 105) take the view that attitudes to travel 
are “messy, complex and far from easy to predict from individual variables.” They 
used social representation theory as the basis for understanding travellers’ modal 
choice. Social representation means that people draw on shared social knowledge to 
interpret situations and can select an appropriate perspective to suit their situation.  
They found five dominant perspectives in relation to transport modes: that car use 
cannot be restricted; people would use public transport more if it were improved; 
alternatives to the car are for ‘other’ people; cycling and walking are for leisure; and 
tourist traffic problems are caused by tourists not local people (Dickinson, Robbins & 
Fletcher, 2009). 
 
Kelly, Haider and Williams (2007) looked at travel between origin and destination 
which was dominated by car usage. Their research also shows the complexity of 
travel mode selection, and that decision making depends upon multiple factors, as 
shown below: 
• attributes of the mode which are traded off by travellers (travel time, cost, 
frequency, convenience, flexibility, comfort and safety); 
• available modes for the traveller;  
• features of the destination;  
• traveller characteristics (gender, age, income, education, situations such as 
place of residence, motivations, values and attitudes, prior destination choice); 
and,  
• trip characteristics.  
 
Market segmentation research is also important in considering the greenhouse gas 
implications of select groups. Woodside, Cook and Mindak (1987) for example, found 
that a small market segment (3%) took almost half (47.8%) of the international trips 
in 1984. They also found that heavy travellers tended to be those with higher levels of 
education, occupation and income.  Kelly et al (2007) concluded that some groups are 
more amenable to modal shift than others (day visitors rather than long distance 
overnighters).  
 
Travellers can be perceived as active agents who, through their behaviours, can exert 
a positive change in overall greenhouse gas emissions. Verbeek and Mommaas (2008, 
p. 630) believe that groups such as tourism businesses, government agents, NGOs and 
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citizen-consumers acting as “active change agents” can influence holiday practice. 
For example, decisions to travel shorter distances and holiday at home has been 
suggested as a simple way to reduce travel-related emissions (Suzuki, 2007; Winter & 
Frew, in press).  Other studies acknowledge that the substitution of air travel and 
private car with coach and rail is dependent upon the existence of high density, short-
haul routes, and that modal shift will be largely determined by radical restructuring of 
public transport networks (Penner et al. 1999; Lumsdon, Downward & Rhoden, 
2006). In this study, we aimed to determine whether or not the place of residence and 
access to different transport modes influenced people’ holiday transport decisions and 
how they perceived different modes of transport.  
 
Method 
 
Five focus groups involving 33 participants were conducted in areas of Victoria, 
Australia which represented different access to a range of transport modes: one inner 
metropolitan suburb, one outer metropolitan suburb and three sessions in a regional 
city. The sample for the inner city group comprised some people who were known to 
the researchers. Recruitment of participants for the other four sessions was achieved 
by placing advertisements in local newspapers. A small cash payment ($20) was 
offered to participants to thank them for their time and to compensate for travel 
expenses.  
 
The participants were aware from the information sheet that the research was 
concerned with transport-related greenhouse gas emissions. During the sessions 
however, climate change questions were not mentioned until the later stages. In this 
way, the participants were free to discuss their transport choices without being led by 
the researchers into a discussion on climate change. At this early stage of the 
emissions reduction process in Australia, the researchers consider this better reflects 
the opinions of the participants.  The transcripts were uploaded into the software 
package NVIVO 8. The two researchers worked independently to identify the main 
themes in the data. Both researchers identified the following themes as being relevant 
to the decisions made by participants with respect to the transport mode choices: time, 
cost, travel companions and one’s stage of life. In this paper we focus upon the 
attitudes of participants to the various types of transport: air, bus, private car and train. 
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Results 
 
The participants included 13 men and 20 women. The researchers estimated the 
participants’ ages: most people could be described as “Baby Boomers” in the 46-64 
years age group (n= 21, 64%), with 2 (6%) participants in their 20s and 10 (30%) in 
the 30-45 year old group.  For their most recent holiday, the participants had 
undertaken a broad selection of holidays within Australia and overseas.  
 
Time and conceptualisation of distance 
 
Time efficiency for the journey was a primary consideration for almost all aspects of 
travel. With one exception, participants described the length of their journeys in time. 
For example, Queensland (approximately 1600 kilometres from Melbourne) was 
described as a long haul, two-day trip by car, or a short haul two-hour trip by air. 
Short haul was generally considered to be within Victoria for car travel (some of these 
journeys from Melbourne to the state’s north for example would be in the range of 
300 to 400 kilometres). By air, the Northern Territory and Western Australia were 
regarded as long haul trips as well as any destination overseas except for Tasmania 
and New Zealand. The inner city group were less accustomed to travelling outside 
their suburb during the week and tended to have a shorter concept of distance, one 
person estimating that anything over 20 kilometres was a long trip. 
 
Travel time was in many cases, seen as wasted time and as a problem to be overcome 
in an effort to reach the destination: 
 
Yeah you just want to get there.  When you’ve done it a few times you really just want to get 
there. 
You’d just waste a whole day getting there but I enjoy it [bus] 
If it cost the same amount of money to fly to Brisbane as it did to drive and I had a family I’d 
prefer to fly to get it over and done with because for some reason I just don’t want to spend 
the time – that amount of time in a car with, like, four screaming kids. 
I always just wanted to be in the place that I wanted to go. 
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Aviation 
For travel within Australia, aviation is an increasingly preferred transport mode 
because of its shorter travel times and lower cost relative to other modes.  The 
participants said that their cost calculations included not only to the direct airfare, but 
additional costs incurred in the use of alternate modes, such as accommodation and 
meals.  
I find going to Queensland, it’s a long haul really, to drive, because it’s two days good drive or 
two and half days, taking it a little bit easier but it’s still, because you tend to spend twice as 
much money on food and accommodation and everything.  So in terms of economy, ignoring 
climate change, in terms of straight economy it is actually generally cheaper to fly and easier. 
 
None of the participants mentioned having flown to a destination within Victoria even 
though some journeys were a few hundred kilometres in length. Only interstate trips 
were taken by air.  
 
Private motor vehicle (Cars) 
 
Cars were regarded as the most convenient form of transport in many respects, and 
often provided the basis for attitudes to bus and train modes which were then framed 
in relation to the qualities of cars. It was clear that private cars provide freedom that 
buses and trains do not. Cars mean that travellers can stop where they wish and they 
were not disturbed by the bad behaviours of other travellers. There was very little 
comment that cars were uncomfortable, unlike almost every other mode. 
 
Bus travel 
 
Buses appear to be the least preferred mode of transport for holidays due to their 
discomfort, time, and cost. Negative experiences, some twenty years prior, continued 
to deter some people from taking a bus trip. Even where prior experiences had been 
positive, people said they “would not do it again” because of time considerations. 
Several comments were made about unpleasant experiences caused by other 
passengers and their behaviour which had significantly detracted from enjoyment of 
the trip.  
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they had their footy grand final the day before we had all these yobbos that had got on from 
Melbourne, gone over for it apparently on a different bus and had, were coming back and half 
of them were drunk and everybody moved to the front of the bus and left them right at the 
back and we all just rolled our eyes as we, you know, everyone was so glad to get off that bus 
…and it can make a big difference. 
 
Trains 
 
For shorter trips (for example, Bendigo to Melbourne is approximately two hours) 
regional residents were very supportive of train travel. For longer haul trips, train 
travel was assessed in the same way as other modes - in terms of time, money and 
comfort. In this respect however, most people considered trains to be too slow and 
often more costly than other modes:  
 
If it wasn’t a luxury train, then I wouldn’t do it.  I have done; I used to live in Sydney and I used 
to use the train to travel back to see my family in Melbourne, and that was because of the 
expense of plane flights then, but these days I’d get on a plane, it’s cheaper.  
 
Some people saw the slowness of train travel as a positive characteristic which 
provided for experiences which are not available on other modes of transport. Trains 
were perceived in a nostalgic light, evoking older, slower and more enjoyable forms 
of travel, where the journey itself was part of the experience, rather than being a 
problem to be overcome. Some people mentioned the social aspects of the dining 
rooms and seating arrangements as features that enhanced the journey:  
 
I used to like the old carriages where you used to have little compartments and they had the 
corridor that you could sort of stand up in and look out the window and even open the window 
whereas now they’re a sanitized unit.  I thought a few years ago of actually taking a trip 
around Australia on the train but I want to stand at the back window and look out but it doesn’t 
exist anymore. 
It’s like a cruise ship! 
 
Australian trains however, compared poorly with those in Europe and Japan:  
Australian trains aren’t that crash hot.  The ones, when I was in the UK this year, you’ve got 
tables in between you, you’ve got computer outlets, you’ve got power points for your phones 
and computers, people just work and in most cases they were better and if you booked ahead 
on the internet they were actually quite cheap. 
So train travel overseas is often much more entertaining; went on the bullet trains in Japan, 
loved it, and in Europe the trains, it’s the quality of the trains, it’s the speed of the trains, the 
efficiency of the service, food 
 8 
 
Consideration of emissions 
 
The participants spoke very little about emissions until they were specifically asked. 
Some participants were concerned about climate change, while others simply were 
not: 
 
I really have enjoyed flying around Australia a bit but nowadays I’m pretty much morally 
opposed to the air transport industry on the basis that it’s possibly the major cause of global 
warming and that the emissions are sort of deposited– you know, straight from the top floor. 
 
I don’t consider emissions at all, as long as I get there. 
I take the car. But I don’t think of anything about the environment when I take the car, I just 
drive. 
 
Prior travel experiences and life stages appeared to exert a strong influence on some 
participant’s attitudes towards avoiding greenhouse gas emissions. On the one hand, 
those who had spent some time travelling were content to limit their future travel. 
Others who had lesser travel experiences were determined to pursue their dreams 
regardless of the emissions issues.  
 
If you’ve had overseas trips you tend to think I’ll just do the ones that are close to home now 
and I think most people philosophically would rather limit their emissions if they can.  
Everyone I know. 
 
We don’t have to go back again because we’ve seen everything now. 
 
I do the opposite.  I’m not really interested in having a home holiday   I’m really fit and really 
healthy, I don’t care how much I mortgage the house I will do the trips I want to do now and I 
don’t care what anybody says.  
Yeah its the stage of life stuff.  They’re not at home now and finally I can just say ‘I don’t care, 
you’re not going to inherit much kids, I’m extending the mortgage and I’m going’ which is what 
I’m doing and I’ll die with a mortgage. 
 
Differences between residential areas 
 
Overall, there were few differences between the travel behaviours and attitudes of the 
participants from different areas. Even though the inner city group were more 
conscious of the impact of their travel and made a significant effort to reduce 
emissions for their daily commuting, their holiday travel differed little to the other 
participants. The regional people were disadvantaged somewhat compared with 
metropolitan residents in that airport connections were more difficult. People 
commented that this took up too much time and energy.  
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Well we did the economics on it and it was actually cheaper for me to do it by car because the 
time I go from here to the airport, put my car in storage then it’s the airfare, which I don’t 
remember what it was off the top, then it’s hiring of the car up there and I was way behind the 
eight ball.  It was actually cheaper to use my own car [Regional resident] 
 
Conclusions  
 
Not so many years ago, people took holidays over extended periods once each year, 
which provided the time for them to travel long distances (often of 1,500 kilometres) 
usually by car. The development of the ‘short break holiday’ meant that people could 
enjoy shorter, but more frequent holidays per year. Added to this scenario, the 
introduction of cheap airfares provided opportunities to combine long haul travel 
within a shorter holiday period. In an effort to reach a destination with expenditure of 
minimal time, effort and money, travellers have tended to trade-off the experience of 
the journey itself, such that it has become an obstacle to be overcome and not a part of 
the holiday. In these focus groups the cost of travel, in terms of time and money 
permeated and dominated the discussion, and ironically, travellers have become 
accustomed to, and have little desire to spend time travelling. Under these conditions, 
people perceived that they have little choice but to travel by air. 
 
The inner city residents were clearly an environmentally aware and concerned group 
who integrated conservation efforts into their daily life. They have easy access to 
public transport and the facilities they desire, which means they have little need to 
travel outside their suburb. Regional and outer city residents however were not in the 
same position with respect to their daily commuting, and often used their cars to 
travel to the train station. Public trams for example run in the inner city area but less, 
if at all, in the outer suburbs of Melbourne and not all in most regional cities and 
towns. In a budget driven low-emission society, the inner city residents are in a more 
favourable position than all other residents, as a result of their lower day to day 
transport emissions.  For long haul travel however, little difference was found 
between inner city, outer metropolitan and regional people. When it came to overseas 
holidays for example, all groups needed to get to the airport in Melbourne and the 
decisions people made concerned how they travelled to the airport, rather than 
whether or not to fly.  
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This study supports Dickinson, Robbins and Fletcher’s (2009) observation that the 
focus of travel related emissions has been on day to day commuting and not on 
holiday type travel. Although most people were aware of more efficient transport 
modes for day to day commuting, this interest did not translate to their holidays. In 
this study, there was little evidence that transport-related greenhouse gas emissions sit 
highly on the general public’s agenda for holiday travel. Some people who have 
extensive overseas travel experience were willing to forego future long haul travel. 
Others who have not yet travelled overseas said they were unwilling to deny 
themselves these experiences regardless of the emissions cost.   
 
The selection of a transport mode resulted from comparison of time and cost 
calculations between one or more modes. In most situations, the participants 
described buses and trains as being too slow and too expensive when compared with 
private cars and air travel. Participants seemed to hold the most negative perceptions 
for bus travel because of its time and cost inefficiency and discomfort. The negative 
behaviour of other travellers seemed to be particularly salient factors in bus and train 
travel experiences.  Prior negative experiences appeared to deter bus travel for up to 
twenty years.  
 
Train travel was perceived in a conceptually different way to other modes and 
demonstrated that for some people, the upgrading of on-board facilities, higher speeds 
and easier train station access would encourage greater use. Some people indicated 
that they would enjoy more luxurious and slower train journeys where social 
interaction between travellers was facilitated, such as the reintroduction of the dining 
room. 
 
Future research could perhaps investigate the extent to which travellers would be 
willing to change their current holiday patterns given longer holiday periods in which 
the travel time was less of a constraint on the choice of transport mode. The sample 
used in this study was biased towards the ‘baby-boomer’ cohort and closer study of 
other age groups is also needed, particularly of younger generations. Clearly, the issue 
of greenhouse gas emissions has become a higher priority in the public domain, but it 
is yet to translate into decisions about holidays. Solutions will involve structural 
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adjustments to public transport, improvements to connections between mode types, 
upgrading of facilities and decreased travel times for public transport. It will also 
involve a change to our attitudes and behaviours towards holidays and acceptance of 
the impacts of high emission transport modes. 
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